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Digital native ecommerce and delivery 
companies, meanwhile, thrived. Even those 
unable to trade when non-essential goods 
could not be sold switched gears rapidly,  
for example, from delivering liquor or 
flowers to delivering groceries. In so doing, 
they demonstrated how the cloud, machine 
learning, intelligent automation and other 
digital tools enable unprecedented levels of 
enterprise agility. 

As for the rest, there are few incumbent 
companies that did not suspect a punishing 
2020 would have been easier if only they 
were further down the road in their digital 
transformation journey. Having been plunged 
into hasty digital commerce and remote 
working implementations, they know that 
now is the time to get serious about digital 
transformation. 

After all, many of their partners, employees 
and customers were already adopting 
digital ways of doing things before COVID, 
and will emerge from the pandemic with 
higher expectations for digital experiences. 
Companies that cannot answer this call risk 
falling behind the market, and depending 
on their industry, falling prey to disruptive 
competitors or seeing a slow erosion of 
revenues and margins.

Where incumbents can’t meet new digital 
expectations, they may leave gaps for new 
entrants to move in. It’s not enough to master 
mobile, analytics and the cloud – organisations 
need to prepare for the fast maturation 
of emerging technologies like artificial 
intelligence (AI), blockchain, the Internet of 
Things and robotics.

In the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic, nearly every organisation 
has needed to dramatically 
accelerate its digital transformation 
timetable simply to ensure 
business continuance through a 
time of national lockdowns and 
physical distancing. Those that 
were not convinced of the value 
of digital processes, channels and 
technologies at the outset of 2020 
ended the year as true believers. 

Companies that were deeper into 
the digital transformation journey 
were better placed to make the fast 
transitions to new ways of working 
that the pandemic demanded of 
them. They could, for instance, 
more rapidly provision secure and 
reliable applications and tools for 
employees to use from home under 
the more restrictive levels of the 
lockdown.  

Digital transformation is 
even more urgent now 
than before 

Huidet vis conterunatrre povil hutis lorel

1  https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/10/digital-transformation-or-bust/

  https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/10/digital-transformation-or-bust/
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An article on the World Economic Forum (WEF) blog sums up the stark choice 
that every business in the world is facing in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic: 
“go digital or go bust”.  Going out of business, whether slowly or quickly, is not 
an option, of course. That means each organisation needs to look closely at what 
might be slowing down its digital journey and find ways to break through the 
bottlenecks.    

Yet reinventing an organisation for the digital world and a connected customer is 
a formidable challenge. Not only does it require the enterprise to revamp complex 
organisational structures, legacy systems and entrenched business processes, it 
demands that business leaders and the workforce shift away from many orthodox 
ways of doing things and thinking about the digital world. 

Global spending on DX (digital 
transformation) technologies and 
services is forecast to grow 10.4% in 
2020 to $1.3 trillion 
“COVID-19 has wiped off almost $500 billion of worldwide 
DX technology investment between 2020-2023 from our 
pre-COVID-19 forecast. Yet despite these losses, pockets 
of growth opportunities exist across most industries when 
diving deep into specific use cases that solve specific 
business problems. A few examples include robotic process 
automation (RPA)-based claims processing in insurance, 
digital visualisation in education, omnichannel commerce 
platforms in telecommunications, and clinical trial 
operational excellence in process manufacturing.” – Eileen 
Smith, program vice president with IDC’s Customer 
Insights and Analysis Group
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The barriers to digital
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Few South African enterprises have truly come to grips with digital transformation 
– the people, process and technology challenges they have yet to grapple with are 
immense. Scaling the small-scale pilots or departmental transformations currently 
underway in some companies into enterprise-wide transformations is not trivial. 

Here are a few of the barriers organisations face on their paths to successful digital 
transformation. 

Shifting towards digital requires managers and their teams to embrace 
new ways of thinking and acting. One of the major challenges the 
organisation will consequently face could be overcoming resistance to 
change, especially if people fear that digital transformation could threaten 
their jobs. In such an environment, the enterprise may struggle to drive 
adoption of digital platforms and processes, experience attrition of key 
staff or dips in productivity. According to global Gartner research, 64% of 
CIOs perceive culture as a barrier to achieve their digital goals, but 25% 
see it as an enabler. 

Most established companies are managing a disparate IT estate 
comprising a mixture of infrastructure and platforms purchased over 
the years. The monolithic legacy platforms they have in place are often 
inflexible, expensive to maintain, and difficult to integrate with other 
systems or to extract data from. This constrains their speed and agility in 
deploying new-generation technologies such as big data analytics, real-
time transactions, digital customer experiences and AI. 

The barriers to digital 
transformation 

Cultural inertia

Legacy systems 
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Digital transformation relies on access to a wide range of technical and 
business skills, many of which are in short supply and which cannot be 
developed internally overnight. The organisation needs experts in data 
science, the cloud, application development, cyber-security, experience 
design, and more besides. One global survey found that two-thirds of 
IT decision makers admitted that they were unable to deliver on digital 
projects as a result of an IT delivery gap. 

Most organisations operate in functional siloes, with literal and 
metaphorical walls between the processes, data, systems and people 
across different business groups and departments. A lack of cross-
functional collaboration and challenges in sharing information and 
resources make it difficult to orchestrate change across the business. This, 
in turn, impedes the success of projects such as gaining a single view of 
the customer across all channels and products. This issue can often be as 
much about culture as technology if, for example, departments horde and 
guard their data or customer relationships. 

Access to talent 

Organisational siloes 



9 Destination DX 

During these difficult times, companies are scrutinising technology 
spending carefully, especially those that are finding it costly to maintain 
their existing infrastructure. Many see the costs and risks of ripping and 
replacing legacy systems to be too high at a difficult economic time and 
want to see robust business cases for every project and initiative. Some 
get caught in a cycle of incremental updates and upgrades that fail to 
deliver sustainable advantage. 

Budget

In many organisations, senior management has not yet articulated 
a group-wide strategy for digital transformation and has left 
implementation solely in the hands of IT. The result is that IT and 
the business are often out of lockstep about the goals of digital 
transformation, with poor buy-in from lines of business for the wider 
transformation programme. 

Misalignment of business and IT 

2 https://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=prUS46377220
3  https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/cios-break-through-culture-barriers-to-enable-digital-trans-
formation/

  https://www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=prUS46377220
  https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/cios-break-through-culture-barriers-to-enable-digital-t
  https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/cios-break-through-culture-barriers-to-enable-digital-t
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The key success factors in 
digital transformation 
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Vision from  
the top

Setting measurable 
goals 

Enabling the  
workforce 

Re-architecting IT for a 
new world 

Finding the quick wins 

Most organisations have some digital programmes and projects 
underway in their business, whether it’s digital marketing, back-
office RPA, ecommerce or the implementation of a remote 
working strategy for the contact centre. What many lack, however, 
is strategic coordination of these efforts in different business 
functions or the ability to measure success.  Let’s look at ways to 
set this right. 

The key success 
factors in digital 
transformation 

Choosing the right 
partners

Adopting new 
organisational models
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Vision from the top
Although some teams and functions in the business may be working on laudable 
digital projects, the full value of digital investment cannot be realised from a 
bottom-up approach. The most successful digital enterprises tend to be those 
where the C-suite – often, the CEO – not only endorses but sets the vision for digital 
transformation. 

C-suite support is critical in unblocking human and financial resources for digital 
transformation, overcoming cultural resistance in the organisation, securing 
employee buy-in and bridging the divides between organisational siloes. The point 
here is that digital transformation is not a technology project – it is a programme to 
reshape the workforce, business model and future strategy. As such, it should be 
business-led, from the top.
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Setting 
measurable goals 

Once the vision is set, 
the next step should be 
to translate it into an 
actionable plan.  
The organisation needs 
to establish where it 
wants to go, why it wants 
to go there, how it will 
get there and how it 
will know when it has 
passed key milestones 
along the way. This 
depends on setting 
measurable objectives 
and monitoring them 
closely. 

The main benefit of 
the OKR framework is 
that it provides a way 
to translate a high-level 
strategic objective into 
a set of measurable 
sub-objectives, which 
can in turn be broken 
down into a set of 
actions. This approach 
enables an enterprise 
to align its resources – 
human and otherwise 
– with the ultimate 
business goals of the 
digital transformation 
programme. 

Objectives and Key 
Results (OKR) is 
an example of an 
appropriate goal 
management framework 
for digital transformation.  
An OKR comprises an 
objective, in this case the 
outcomes of a successful 
digital transformation, 
and several key results,  
or the metrics that need 
to be achieved to get 
to the end objective.  
Initiatives are the 
projects and tasks to be 
completed to achieve key 
results.
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Enabling the 
workforce 

People are the most important piece of 
the digital transformation jigsaw puzzle – if 
they do not embrace the new technologies, 
practices and operating models, the 
transformation will fail. Leading organisations 
make upskilling, or where necessary 
reskilling, their teams for digital modes 
of work a priority in their transformation 
efforts. 

Adoption marketing and change management 
are essential, with senior business leaders and 
line management both having a key role to play 
in communicating the progress and objectives 
of the transformation to the workforce. 
Social media channels, internal websites, 
change management apps, staff surveys 
and gamification can all be used to improve 
employee engagement.

Digitalisation inevitably means automation of 
some tasks that people used to do manually, 
and that some roles in the business will 
change. The organisation should communicate 
constantly with employees to avoid fear and 
anxiety about jobs taking root. HR and training 
can partner with IT to create online learning 
tools and content that cater to different 
employee demographics and learning styles. 
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Adopting new 
organisational 

A successful move towards digital will shatter 
many established hierarchies and collapse 
the walls dividing organisational siloes. 
Leading organisations will encourage a more 
fluid approach to work, putting together 
teams to achieve business ends rather than 
housing them in different business functions. 
They will also create the right governance 
structures to steer their teams. 

These teams may draw heavily on external 
resources such as gig economy workers, 
contractors and freelancers to fill in the skills 
gap within the enterprise. Wise usage of 
cloud collaboration platforms and project 
management solutions will become ever more 
important in managing virtual teams that may 
be scattered around the country or world. 
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By necessity, the traditional waterfall 
approach used to drive corporate projects 
such as software development will give way 
to Agile methodologies, even outside IT. 
Agile tools and techniques can enable teams 
within the business to work quickly and 
independently to deliver value across short, 
iterative development cycles. 

This enables them to keep pace with the rate 
of change in a volatile world, adopt customer-
centric approaches such as design thinking in 
process and product design, and correct course 
quickly when a project risks going off track. 
The overall digital transformation strategy and 
vision will be the lodestar, but teams will have 
more flexibility in how they meet their goals. 

4  https://www.mulesoft.com/lp/reports/connectivity-benchmark
5 https://www.perdoo.com/the-ultimate-okr-guide/

  https://www.mulesoft.com/lp/reports/connectivity-benchmark
 https://www.perdoo.com/the-ultimate-okr-guide/ 
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Leading companies will start by 
evaluating where legacy technology is 
most expensive to maintain and where 
it constrains their ability to deploy digital 
solutions such as AI or digital customer 
platforms. This will enable them to choose 
the right places to invest first in modern 
platforms and applications that offer more 
agility. 

For new applications, techniques such 
as DevOps and Agile can be paired with 
the cloud to speed up development 
and deployment. Where it is not viable 
to rewrite legacy applications or rip 
out established infrastructure, ‘digital 
decoupling’ can be used to separate 
business logic, data and the employee 
experience from back-end legacy 
platforms.  

This can allow the company to modernise 
key applications and user experiences 
faster than it can transform its existing 
IT infrastructure. Tools such as API 
management platforms and microservices 
can be used to turn applications into 
loosely coupled services. This can 
help to speed up development and 
ease integration of core services and 
applications with other business systems, 
including those used by a company’s 
partners and customers.

After their pandemic experience, 
organisations that were not already 
advanced in their migration to the 
cloud are now eager to accelerate 
the transition. Yet the economics 
and practicalities of moving from 
rigid, monolithic, on-premise systems 
towards modern cloud platforms 
mean that this journey will take some 
time. 

Many organisations, for example, 
want to fully depreciate investments 
in existing data centres, or do 
not have the budget to rewrite 
applications currently running 
on mainframes. Most should 
be planning to have a hybrid 
environment with some applications, 
information and workloads in the 
public and private cloud, and others 
running on legacy platforms for 
some time yet. 

Re-architecting IT for a 
new world 
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Finding the 
quick wins 
Even keeping the long-term strategy and vision in mind, it’s important to find 
quick wins to unlock value from digital investments. The company could pick some 
programmes and projects to fast-track that will, for example, deliver a rapid cost 
saving (RPA in the back-office to streamline insurance claims), enhance the customer 
experience (a mobile app that lets customers manage their own accounts) or 
unlock new revenue streams (a digital channel targeting a new segment of younger 
customers).

Such projects should be well-defined in terms of scope and expected return on 
investment; furthermore, they should be suitable for rapid, iterative development. 
Constantly banking the gains from the rollout of such a portfolio of quick-win 
projects will keep momentum going for the larger transformation programme and 
ensure organisational buy-in remains high. 



19 Destination DX 19 Destination DX 

Digital transformation encompasses a range of IT capabilities and competences, 
including APIs, the cloud, AI, cyber-security, big data analytics, the Internet of 
Things, enterprise software, and more besides. Most organisations do not have the 
in-house technical skills they need to manage a digital transformation programme 
without support from external vendors and service providers. 

With that in mind, most organisations will look to draw on consulting, 
implementation and support services from one or more providers. Finding the right 
partners can ensure the journey starts on the right foot and that the organisation 
ultimately achieves the expected outcomes at the optimal costs. Some qualities to 
look for in a partner include:

• Proven track record in digital projects 

• Track record of innovation

• A collaborative mindset 

•	 A	deep	pool	of	certified	IT	professionals		

Choosing the 
right partners
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The key success factors in 
digital transformation 
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Partnering with 
Nebula on your 
digital transformation 
journey 
Nebula is a leader in building business solutions that accelerate digital transformation and unlock 
human potential. We work closely with enterprises to guide them through the transformation 
journey. Our experience and expertise spans the solutions any organisation needs to facilitate a 
seamless transition to the cloud and smooth management of the technology backbone.

We help clients to take advantage of digital market opportunities by offering:

• A new approach to addressing complex business needs with best of breed, innovative cloud 
technologies;

• Always up-to-date and latest stable technology to support our client’s needs; and 

• Decreased complexity in the business environment and less reliance on large, high-risk 
upgrades.

Our people share an Agile Logic mindset of continuous growth. We collaborate with clients to 
build highly scalable and secure solutions that underpin their shift to a more customer-centric, 
automated and efficient operating environment. 

Nebula offers managed services across the spectrum of enterprise technology, including data 
centres, large-scale WAN implementation and cloud migration.  

We help major enterprises to put in place the platforms they need to support innovation and 
improve their operational readiness for the hybrid cloud. Over the years, we have helped some 
of South Africa’s largest enterprises to automate complex IT and telecoms tasks and to simplify 
management of heterogenous technology environments. 

Whether you’re a local or national business, big brand or startup – we can help you get where 
you want to be. Let’s talk about how we can help you accelerate cloud deployment, optimise 
telecom and cloud management and costs, and drive better performance from your technology 
environment. 

6 https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-decoupling-5-tips-getting-fast-renato-ribas/

  https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-decoupling-5-tips-getting-fast-renato-ribas/
  https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-decoupling-5-tips-getting-fast-renato-ribas/
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To find out more about OneView, our automated Technology & 
Cloud Expense Management solution, please send us an email to 
ContactUs@nebula.co.za with “OneView” in the subject line, and a 
Nebula staff member will contact you. You can also visit any of these 
platforms for more information and latest company news.
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